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This guide accompanies the following article: 






There are more pupils of secondary-school age in special schools in England than those of primary-school age.  In 2017, 60% of the 98,214 pupils aged between 5 and 16 in special schools were of secondary age. This pattern is not unique to England; similar trends have been reported in other country contexts, such as Scotland, Ireland, Sweden, Germany and France.  Although this pattern is recognised and commented on in some policy documentation and academic writing little work has been carried out to explore why this group of children are over-represented.  Those that mention the pattern do so almost as an aside and rarely mention it in their conclusions.





Implications for Policy 

The findings have significance for national and local policy review in the context of international moves towards greater inclusive education (United Nations, 2006; UNESCO, 2014), especially given the Equality and Human Rights Commission (2018) report that England is not meeting its obligations under the Education section of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN, 2006).  The accompanying article implies that closer examination needs to be made of exclusion in the secondary school age range. If it holds that “the way secondary education generally is organised in many countries results in some serious challenges for students with SEN” (European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education, 2005, p. 13); policy makers nationally and internationally should explore alternative means of organising secondary education, perhaps using futures studies techniques explored in the article.

Current government policy in England recognises that special schools have much to offer (Department for Education and Department of Health, 2014), and should continue to be part of the offer of school choice to parents. The accompanying article shows that special schools do have elements that make them an attractive, sought after, alternative provision (in terms of what they offer; provide; and are able to do). However, the article also contends that the strengths and incentives that some special schools offer could be examined with a view to creating general schools that also offer these strengths, and gives a model for how this might be done.


Finally, although school level factors are the most frequently mentioned factors in the accompanying article, accounting for nearly a third of all codes, a host of factors were found to explain the over-representation pattern, beyond factors associated with school organisation.  Within child factors are a reason commonly overlooked in writing on inclusion, and visions of future inclusive schools, but should not be given that together with school-level factors both themes account for half of the total codes.  Educational issues are complex and contentious, and often involve passionately held beliefs and values.  The findings from this survey demonstrate that any discussion of inclusion and the development of a future school needs to acknowledge the effect of all levels on the child with SEN, from exosystemic governmental decisions, to difficulties the child experiences.
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The problems addressed by social science are complex, the use of single methods are inadequate to address this complexity.   Guba (1990) suggests that to overcome this “findings of an inquiry should be based on as many sources… as possible”(p.21). These ‘sources’ include data, investigators, theories and methods. The accompanying paper demonstrates use of a range of sources, particularly with regards to methods (interviews/surveys/focus-groups/thematic analysis/statistics), data (quantitative/qualitative), and theories (critical realism/ futures studies).






The accompanying article introduces the research theories of critical realism and futures studies.  It also makes reference to disproportionality in education and visions of future schools.  Below are a number of key texts in each of these areas.

Introductory texts to critical realism and its use in educational research

Danermark, B., Ekstrom, M. and Jakobsen, L. (2002). Explaining society: an introduction to critical realism in the social sciences. London: Routledge.
Pawson, R., & Tilley, N. (1997). Realistic evaluation. London: Sage Publications Ltd.
Scott, D. (2014). Ontology, epistemology, strategy and method in Educational Research. A Critical Realist approach. Magis, 7(14), 29-38.
Introductory texts to futures studies
Inayatullah, S. (2008). Six pillars: futures thinking for transforming. Foresight, 10(1), 4-21.
Marien, M. (2002). Futures studies in the 21st Century: a reality-based view. Futures, 34(3), 261-281.
Examples of futures studies in education
Armstrong, D. (2012). The ideal school? In D. Armstrong & G. Squires (Eds.), Contemporary issues in special educational needs: considering the whole child. Maidenhead: Open University Press.
Mittler, P. (2008). Planning for the 2040s: everybody’s business. British Journal of Special Education, 35(1), 3-10.
SEN Policy Options Steering Group. (2005). Future schooling that includes children with SEN /disability: a scenario planning approach. London:NASEN.
Articles on disproportionality:
Dyson, A., & Gallannaugh, F. (2008). Disproportionality in special needs education in England. Journal of Special Education, 42(1), 36-46.
Lindsay, G., Pather, S., & Strand, S. (2006). Special educational needs and ethnicity: issues of over- and under-representations. Nottingham: DfES.





